influenced by the party's awareness that it was potentially an alternative government in waiting. Before this became apparent after 1918 and when it was little more than a radical adjunct to the dominant progressive party, the Liberals, Labour could afford to support Irish national demands in a general, instinctive and positive manner.
However, once it became obvious that the Labour Party not only had the opportunity to overtake the Liberal Party as the foremost progressive party in Britain but, in effect, was the only viable alternative to the Conservatives, party policy had to become more focused. This change in fortune and the resultant need to re-assess its Irish policy came about in the years immediately after the First World War and exactly at the time the transformation in Irish nationalism was taking place from a moderate devolutionist variety to a militant separatist philosophy.
At this time, when it was on the brink of exercising real political influence, the British Labour Party remained an often uneasy coalition of many different interests. Occasionally, the Labour Party leadership was taken to task by elements of the organised Irish community in Britain as well as by its own left wing and accused of not being robust enough in its support for militant Irish nationalism. Usually the party hierarchy was well able to fend off such criticism. In the case of the party's own members, criticism was never sustained and usually only emanated periodically from either backbench MPs representing, or party members living in, areas with substantial Irish populations. The fact was that the party membership, even the more militant elements, were, like the party leadership, far more interested in social and economic issues rather than getting involved in what they regarded as irrational and unpredictable problems such as Ireland for any length of time. In the case of the organised Irish community in Britain, the party leadership obviously took into account the fact that the largest Irish support organisation in Britain, the Irish SelfDetermination League, put itself beyond the pale when, after the Treaty was signed, it came down on the side of the anti-Treaty republican irregulars rather than the proTreaty element. The leadership clearly came to the conclusion at an early stage that any courting of the Irish nationalist vote, particularly the republican vote, in Britain, could only be at the expense of undermining the party's carefully planned long-term strategy of attempting to appeal to the British electorate as a responsible, moderate and, above all, patriotic party. By and large, this strategy was successful. It only occasionally foundered when, for example, Irish voters informed Labour during the Stockport by-election in 1920 that it ran the risk of losing the Irish vote as a result of the party's perceived tardiness in supporting Irish nationalist demands. Should the present Conference fail, Labour will continue to demand for the Irish people whatever constitution for Ireland the Irish people desire, subject only to two conditions -that it affords protection to minorities, and that the Constitution should prevent Ireland from becoming a military or naval menace to Great Britaina policy which has been accepted by Irish Labour. If the so-called new terms offered to Ireland are as rumoured they are no new terms at all, but, in essence, a reiteration of the British Government's old refusal to grant either of Ireland's demands: the demand for real and complete self-determination, and the demand for unity… this means the complete knuckling under of the British Government to the Die-Hards and Ulster. 6 Even on the morning the Treaty was signed, the Daily Herald was despondent about the likelihood of a successful outcome to negotiations. It predicted that the Irish would never agree to the threat of coercion to accept partition or accept an oath of allegiance to the king as an alternative to the renewal of hostilities 'so it is inevitable that Lloyd George and the Government will have to confess failure'.
7
On the face of it, the Daily Herald got it spectacularly wrong. The paper's anger and despondency was based on what it saw as terms so overly favourable to
Ulster being offered to the Irish plenipotentiaries that they would have no alternative to reject. When it became apparent on the morning of 6 December that overnight the For forty years we resisted Ireland's claim when they were advanced constitutionally. We now congratulate ourselves in giving her more than ever she asked for before, because, in the words of one spokesman, Lord Birkenhead, 'there was no prospect of subduing her after she declared civil war'. Are they pondering that in Egypt and in India today? We welcome the Articles in the Treaty which we hope will be ratified by a large majority of this House…. We of the Labour Party have strongly favoured the line of approach that has been followed by the Government. 21 In his conclusion, Henderson referred back to his speech during the censure motion the previous October in which he had outlined how the Labour Party would assess the outcome of Lloyd George's negotiations with the Irish delegation. He declared that the Party was satisfied that Labour's demands for the protection of minorities and the security of the country had been met by the Treaty which, he believed will establish an honourable peace and open up a new era of friendship and mutual confidence between the British and Irish peoples… not since the Government was elected in 1918 has it reflected more accurately the spirit and desires of our people than it has done in connection with this matter. 22 Finally, George Barnes, MP for Glasgow Central and a former wartime coalition cabinet minister, stated that the Labour Party had always stood for Home Rule for Ireland and therefore claimed the Treaty as its own. 23 The Daily Herald, however, remained extremely suspicious of Lloyd George's motives and reacted angrily to rumours that the Prime Minister would seek to benefit electorally from apparently securing peace in Ireland by calling a general election. It asked furiously
Can the public be diddled into forgetting the Government's hideous and filthy record of outrage and murder in Ireland, and induced to take, for election purposes, the entirely false view that the Government's move in the right direction over Ireland was due to principle instead of expediency?
24
The newspaper also reacted in a similar fashion when Birkenhead, the Lord Of course, the Ulster boundary must be altered, and drastically. Best of all would it be for Ulster to come into a united Ireland. Failing that, the right which Ulster itself claims to contract out of Ireland must obviously be conceded to predominately Nationalist areas to contract out of Ulster.
police auxiliaries in an attack on a train at Clones railway station on 12 February. In an editorial the following day, the paper commented that in Ireland 'there is controversy and conflict over the border-line of Ulster. It seems that Mr Lloyd
George must have said one thing to the representatives of one side; and the opposite to the representatives of the other'.
33
In the debate on the Irish Free State (Agreement) Bill, J. R. Clynes offered Labour support to the Government and suggested that the border issue could be resolved by recourse to a plebiscite. He went on to add that 'if there is any assistance which by speech or act we can give to the Government, in relation to settling Irish controversies, the Prime Minister may depend upon carrying with him our fullest goodwill'. 34 The Times reported Thomas as going on to say that the Labour Party believed that the Bill should be ratified as speedily as possible as
No Government had been faced with greater difficulties than those which confronted the Government of the Irish Free State…. Were the Bill to be rejected the consequences in Ireland would be disastrous. It would be said: 'Here is another illustration of English bad faith'. The foundations of the British Empire would also be shaken. 35 Thomas also alluded to the war-weariness which existed amongst the British public.
He stressed that
If there was anything of which the British people were more sick of it was this Irish trouble; and if any one proposed at a public meeting to send more British troops to Ireland and spend more money there, he would get a very short answer…. It was by agreement between North and South that the trouble must be settled…. The Labour Party, therefore, would support the Government…. They were not prepared to make political capital out of the unfortunate state of affairs in Ireland. They believed the Government were right in making the Treaty, and they would vote for the Bill. The boundary clause in the Treaty is of course, an unsatisfactory clause, because it is so inconclusive. It is one of the innumerable examples of Mr Lloyd George's talent for being too clever by half -for finding a formula which one set of people takes to mean one thing while another set of people takes it to mean another. 48 In early 1922, when Ireland appeared on the brink of civil war over the The constant and uppermost concern of the Labour Party after 1918 was that, at all costs, it must maintain its reputation for moderation and parliamentarianism.
Fortunately for Labour, it came through its evolution of an Irish policy with both intact. 'Self-determination' did not mean sympathy for extremist republicanism and the party heavily castigated Sinn Fein and the Coalition Government when it felt both were departing from traditional parliamentary methods in order to achieve political ends. In a backhanded compliment to Labour, the disillusioned Lord Carson, contributing to the second reading of the Irish Free State (Agreement) Bill in the Lords, expressed his frustration with a government who, as he saw it, had surrendered Ireland to gunmen. He bitterly complained that
We are told that Labour is not fit to govern, and that we must unite against Labour as a means of keeping the Coalition together. When I am told that we must be afraid of Labour I ask: What could Labour do worse for the shattering of the Constitution, the precedent for which has been laid down by the Government under this Bill? 
